Notes on Plotinus - Ennead One, Seventh Tractate - The Primordial Good 


All Things Aspire to The Good 

For any given thing, the Good for it must be to actualize its unique natural function (Arete). 
Who could argue otherwise? For things which are compound, made of multiple parts, each 
part may have its own natural function. In this case, it is the natural function of this thing's 
most unique and capable part which sets the standard for the Goodness of overarching 
whole. Put another way, a compound thing must be judged by its most capable unique 
faculty. 


Since the natural function of the Soul is to Unite itself with Goodness, and since the primary 
act of a Soul is to direct itself towards Goodness, it follows that the actions of the Soul 
inherently fulfil its natural function. For this reason, the acts of the Soul are Good of a self- 
contained variety. The soul automatically achieves its natural function in every act. While the 
Soul is naturally perfect at achieving its natural function, other things are inherently 
imperfect. Most things must do many acts which are not their natural function in order to 
eventually achieve it. For example, the Goodness of a House is contingent upon other 
concepts, arriving at Goodness transitively. A Good House must keep out the elements. In 
order to keep out the elements, it must have a roof. AGood House must have room for 
people in side. In order to keep people inside, it needs to be of a certain size. There are many 
things which a House is contingent upon to achieve its Good. 


Since the Soul perfectly achieves its proper function directly via its acts (i.e. with no 
intermediary steps), it follows that there are no further intermediary steps the Soul must go 
through to reach this Good. The Good it reaches this way is simple and irreducible. What 
could be complicated about something without contingencies based on anything outside of 
itself? Since the Good which the Soul directs itself towards is simple, irreducible Goodness 
(as opposed to something contingent on other things, such as the example of the House 
needing to resisting the elements and hold people), it follows then that this Good which the 
Soul directs itself towards is the most primordial, highest order The Good. After all, it is the 
most real, full Good which can possibly exists due to the fact that it is contingent on nothing 
outside of itself. It is Good in of itself. 


From this, we can see that there is a distinction between Goodness in of itself, and things 
which participate in Goodness but contingently rely on other actions and concepts. Put 
another way, there is the principle of The Good, and on the other hand there are things 
which participate in this principle of The Good. One is the principle, and the other are, ina 
sense, attributes of this principle. One type is the all-encompassing Ideal Form, the other 
type is variant manifestations of that principle. The relationship is similar to the principle of 
Redness, and individual Red objects. The Good, then, is the principle which all things strive 
for via the completion of their natural functions. Everything else may participate in The Good 
via the completion of their respective natural functions. These completed natural functions 
are thus variant manifestations of The Good. 


There are two possible ways to participate in this ultimate Good. One way is to take actions 
which transitively result in Good (i.e. complete natural functions to cause variant 
manifestations of Good). The other way is to become qualitatively like it (i.e. to harmonize or 
assimilate with it). If all actions and desires are judged to be Good (or not) by reference to 


this ultimate principle of The Good, then this ultimate principle of The Good must be 
completely self contained. What Good can The Good be judged by but itself? If there is ever 
some other point of reference we are using to judge the Goodness of something we believe 
to be the ultimate Good, then in fact that other point of reference would be the ultimate The 
Good. 


We can ultimately know which things are principles (sometimes called Real Beings) and 
which are variant manifestations (sometimes called Non-Beings) by seeing if they rely on 
other things for their existence. Consider a light source, an obstructing object, and a resulting 
shadow. The shadow will cease to exist if either the light source or the obstructing object are 
removed. The obstructing object and the light source, however, do not rely on each other for 
existence. The obstructing object and light source can then be thought of as more real than 
the shadow. The fewer things outside of itself something relies upon, the more real the thing 
is. Consequently, the most real thing must rely on nothing else but itself. 


Since all things aspire to The Good via their natural functions and attempts to complete 
them, then it follows that The Good is foundational to all actions and things. All things have 
natural functions, and therefore all things aspire to The Good. These natural functions and 
their resulting Good are then like shadows, contingent upon The Good for their existence. 
Since all things make various acts, the things and their acts are contingent upon and beneath 
The Good. Since thinking is an act, The Good even transcends Intellect. Ultimately, The Good 
must be the most primordial thing, as all things otherwise are reliant upon it for their very 
existence. How could some thing exist without a natural function? How could a natural 
function exist without reference to The Good? 


The Good must then be impassible, imparting all things with Goodness, but never being 
diminished or becoming contingent upon anything else in the process. Like rays from the 
sun, or the radii of a circle from its center, all things ultimately point back to The Good. Just 
as the sun is always present with its rays, The Good is always present with all things. 


All Things Participate in The Good 

Let us further examine how all things are connected to The Good. It is said that Matter 
aspires to Soul, Soul aspires to Nous (Intellect), and Intellect aspires to The Good. Put 
another way, material things participates in Ideal Forms. Via participation in Ideal Forms, 
things complete natural functions (judged by how fully they participate in their Ideal Forms) 
and ultimately participate in The Good. Thus, everything which Exists participates in The 
Good, at least transitively. The Good then unifies all things which Exist together. It is the only 
thing which all things participate in. For this reason, it can be seen that The Good and The 
One are the same. It also follows that all things are thus mere images, or variant 
manifestations of The Good. For each broad category of things which Exist, their immediate 
Good is to participate in their respective Ideal Form. For living things, it is to participate in 
Life. For Ideal Forms, it is to participating in the Ideal Form of Ideal Forms (i.e. The 
Intellectual Principle of Ideal Forms or the Ideal Form of Intellectual Principles). It follows 
then that a living thing which also contemplates Ideal Forms participates in both Life 
(through living) and the Ideal Form of Ideal Forms (through contemplation of the Ideal 
Forms). This constitutes two links to the Good, or a double Good. 


Life and Death, Evil and Good 

Since participation in Life is Good, does it follow that there is good for all living things? No, to 
Fully obtain the Good which Life offers, a living thing must participate in Life fully. Life which 
also has Evil (see notes on Ennead One, Sixth Tractate, Section 6) present does not Fully 
participate in Life. A Life with Evil present is like an eye which is damaged and cannot see 
properly. It is ultimately unable to complete its natural function properly, and therefore 
cannot fully possess its respective Good. 


This raises another question. Life is the coupling of Soul and Body, and thus of Soul and 
Matter. Since Matter is fundamentally Evil, then Life must at least be in part Evil due to the 
Matter involved. In spite of this fact, Life is also at least partly Good given that it involves the 
fulfilment (even if only partially) of natural functions. Since Life is ultimately at least partly 
Good, then should we say that Death is necessarily Evil? 


To answer this question, we must ask for whom we mean Death is Evil for. Evil is of course an 
attribute, and is thus contingent upon a subject for its existence. With regards to Evil and 
Life, if the Life has ceased (i.e. Death), then there is no longer a subject for the Evil to belong 
to. The Life of a stone cannot possibly be Evil, because a stone does not possess Life to begin 
with. 


What about the existence of the Soul, which can persist after separation from the body via 
Death? Such an existence still has a natural function, and still may engage in acts. Therefore, 
there is at least some Good present in an incorporeal existence. In fact, such an existence 
would be even more Good than a Life tied to a material body. A disembodied Soul does not 
face the impediments which come with a Body when engaging in its characteristic acts. Ifa 
Soul assimilates with the World Soul, the most complete Soul which encompasses all others, 
then it could only be more Good than it would be as an individual Soul. Due to the fact that 
the World Soul resides completely within the Intellectual realm of Nous (as opposed to 
Individual souls which typically couple with lesser things such as Matter), there can be no Evil 
present. After all, Nous is completely transcendent to all Matter. This is the very reason that 
the gods possess Good, but no Evil. 


In fact, not only does Death not entail Evil, but it is Life which entails evil. Only by coupling 
with a material body can a Soul possess Life. Consequently, in finding Life, a soul becomes 
impure. From then on, Evilis present by definition. Even if Life suffers during its Afterlife in 
Hades, such suffering belongs to the Life due to its inherent impurity. In Death, if the Soul 

can separate from its Body, it will only find Good in regaining its purity. 


The reason for this confusion comes from the notion that Life is Good. In fact, Life is only 
Good for those who become Good. Life becomes Good via the purifying Virtues. In pursuing 
Virtue, Life pursues the natural function of the Soul (i.e. Union with The Good). It is 
possibility for the completion of this natural function which gives Life the potential for Good. 
However, the fulfilment of this potential is not guaranteed. The Soul, when purified, 
automatically fulfils its natural function via its acts. As a result, the Soul achieves its Good as 
soon as it separates from the material. 


